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Do Your Homework!
By Thorvald Hansen

I once heard a young American ask a Danish visitor
whether or not he was acquainted with the inquirer' s uncle in
Denmark. It quickly developed that the only thing which the
young man knew about his uncle was his family name.
Incredible as it may seem, such things happen and though to
a lesser degree, they happen frequently when a search is
made for overseas ancestors. Denmark is a relatively small
country and the unspoken assumption is often made that
everyone there knows everyone else and, therefore, one need
only know the name and the fact that an ancestor came from
Denmark before beginning the search. This is emphatically
not so! There is a wealth of information available, both in this
country and abroad, to anyone searching for ancestral roots .
The key to the full and proper use of that material, however,
is to first exhaust all possibilities in marshalling facts at home
before beginning to work with Danish records . In a word, the
genealogist, whether amateur or professional must, so to
speak, do his homework. To the extent that the preparation is
well done the search will be a good deal easier and is much
more likely to bear fruit.
The most obvious and the most elementary need in
beginning genealogical research is to know the ancestor's
name. Foolish as that statement may seem, the fact is that an
ancestral search may easily break down precisely at that
point. It was not uncommon for Danes to change their name
after coming to America. One reason for this was that they
might then be more easily differentiated from others with
similar names in the same community. This similarity of
names, incidentally, helps account for the many nicknames,
often humerous, in use in Danish communities in this
country . If a Danish name does not end with " sen" there is at
least a good chance that it has been changed at some time .
Many Danes, after immigrating, took the name of their
ancestral farmstead in Denmark as a surname. Thus, it should
be your primary task to determine whether or not, let us say,
Soren Toftegaard or Magnus Strandskov might not have once
been Soren Jensen or Magnus Nielsen.
Names may also have been changed by harried immigration
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officials who listed the person's name according to how they
thought they heard it. An extreme case will illustrate the
point. An immigrant whose name was Vinebjerg in Sweden
was recorded as Weinberg because that is how it sounded to
the immigration official. Since then his descendants have
been known as Weinberg. There are, of course, many cases in
which the immigrant, for one reason or another, has sought to
"Americanize" his name. Accordingly, Nielsen has frequently
become Nelson . One man I knew changed his name from
Jensen to Johnson probably because, as he said in another
connection, "I er i dis country now and to hell vit Denmark."
Frequently it is not too difficult to learn what the original
name of the immigrant was. Inquiry among older relatives
and friends may be enough . Church records in the community
to which the immigrant came or in which he was married
may point to the name as it was in Denmark . The really
important thing is that it must not be taken for granted that
the present family name has always been the same. This is
especially true in light of the well known custom in Denmark
of a century ago of the son's surname being simply the
father's given name to which " sen" was added. The son of
Hans Jensen, therefore, would be called Jens Hansen.
Once you have firmly established the elemental fact of the
name you are ready to move on. The next most important
thing you need to know is the place, or at least the general
area, in Denmark from which your immigrant came. If you
cannot readily determine his birthplace you may be able to
learn the name of the place from which he emigrated.
Knowing this you will be in a good position to locate his
birthplace.
The reason why your knowledge must be fairly specific is
that all vital records in Denmark are kept on the parish level.
This is as true for non-communicants as well as
communicants of the state church. If you cannot pin down
your search to a particular parish ("sogn") you may have to
settle for the district ("herred") in which case you will need to
examine the records of all parishes in that district. The next
level ("amt") - a political subdivision roughly equivalent to a
county - is much larger and a search on this level would
involve so many parishes and be so time-consuming as to be
impractical. So, again, it is important that you do your
homework if you wish to find reco rds pertaining to your
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family history.
Assuming that you are not among the fortunate who
already possess such information, how are you to find it?
While there is no sure-fire way some possibilities are ·open to
you. The first, and most obvious, is that you make inquiries
among older relatives and friends . Very often they can, if not
supply the answer, at least shed some light on the matter. It
is well to bear in mind that immigrants who were friends in
America were often acquainted with each other in the old
country or at least came from the same general area. So,
knowing where his friends came from, may be just the clue
you need to point you to your ancestor's home in Denmark.
The problem may not always admit of such a simple
solution . In that case, don't give up. There are other avenues
of inquiry open to you. Did your immigrant relative belong to
a church in America? Was he married there; was he buried
from there? If so, the records of the congregation might shed
some light on the homeland domicile. Very often DanishAmerican pastors kept complete records, amounting to brief
biographical sketches. Unfortunately, there were also those
who kept few or no records . If you discover that the immigrant congregation no longer exists there is a good possibility,
nevertheless, that the records have been preserved . Make
inquiries about them . They may be in the archives of the
national church body to which that congregation belonged .
Ask the local pastor of that denomination where such
archives are located .1 Most archivists will assist you in finding
the information you desire.
If the congregational records fail to yield the information
you seek try court records. Was the immigrant naturalized? Is
there a copy of a marriage record? Look for such records in
the courthouse in the county in which he lived at that time.
Again, check the death certificate or even the cemetery
records. Such things do not always have all the information,
or, unfortunately, even the correct information, but they are
worth looking for.
In this connection it should be noted that the place of
death or even the place of long-time residence in America
may not be the location to which the immigrant first came.
Some Danes, for example, who first came to Chicago, later
moved to such places as Tyler, Minnesota. Some of these, in
turn, were among the founders of the Danish settlement at
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Askov, Minnesota. A number of Danes who eventually settled
at West Denmark (Luck) Wisconsin, first came to Waupaca in
that state. Do not, therefore, take places of residence and
settlement for granted. Your assumption may be correct but
there is always a possibility that it is wrong.
If all else fails there is a somewhat more sophisticated
procedure which may be tried. This involves tracing the
immigrant through passenger lists of ships arriving in
American ports . Such records are available through the
National Archives in Washington.2 However, it should be said
that unless you know the year, the port involved and
preferably - though not necessarily - the name of the ship,
tracing an immigrant through passenger lists represents an
almost impossible task. The enormity of such a task may be
seen from the fact that during the peak immigration year of
1882 over 500,000 passengers disembarked at the port of New
York alone.
Only when you have done your homework thoroughly
should you begin to work with Danish records . When you
have prepared adequately the search will not only be less
frustrating; it will be more interesting. You may then prefer to
combine the research which you have already done with an
overseas trip. Should that not be possible, your search by no
means needs to be at an end . You can get virtually all the
information in Danish records without leaving these shores.
The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day Saints
(Mormon Church) has, for theological reasons, an explanation
of which is beyond the scope of this article, microfilmed all
kinds of vital records in many European countries and
particularly in Scandinavia. These may be viewed in Salt Lake
City or in the many Mormon branch genealogical libraries
throughout the country . Such libraries are connected with the
local Mormon Church in most urban centers. The charge for
the use of these films is minimal and there is no other
obligation . The one definite restriction is that the films may
not be checked out. They must be viewed at either the main
library or a branch library. A catalog at each library lists the
films on the basis of area and indicates the content. The
proper film may thus be selected and a loan order placed.
In any case, whether the research is done here at home or in
Denmark, the basic sources are the same.
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A prime source of information concerning ancestors in
Denmark is the parish record . Generally speaking, these
records exist for the period beginning in 1700, though some
do date back as far as 1573. In some cases, the records have
been destroyed by fire but, as a whole, they have been
preserved are an excellent source of information. Recorded
are such things as baptisms, confirmations, marriages,
removals to or from the parish, and deaths.
In studying records of this kind you will, of course,
encounter a language with which you may not be familiar.
However, with the aid of a guidebook and a dictionary you
may be able to gain a good deal of information in spite of
this problem. Also, there is generally someone who is able
and willing to give further help. Another difficulty may be in
the handwriting. Most of those who recorded did so in a neat
and precise handwriting but this is not always the case. Then,
too, be prepared to encounter Gothic script. Records up to
the middle of the last century will almost certainly be written
in this style.
Unless they have been accidently destroyed these records
may be found either in the parish in which they were
recorded or in a regional archive. Records are transferred
from the parish to the regional archives after a considerable
time period has elapsed . In general, it may be said that
records dated prior to 1900 will be found in the regional
archives . Denmark has a National Archive at Copenhagen .
There is also a regional archive in that city. The other three
are located at Odense, Viborg and Aabenraa.
Danish census records date back to 1787 and are generally
quite complete. The 1787 census lists the names of persons in
the household, their relationship, age, occupation, and how
often they have been married . The 1834, 1840 and later lists
show the place of birth of each person in the household .
These records are arranged by parish, district, and "amt" (or
county) and are housed in the National Archives . The returns
up to 1911 are available for examination.
A Danish law of 1683 decreed what must be contained in
all probate records in that country. After that date the records
contain the name and last place of residence of the deceased .
They also list the heirs and their place of residence, the ages
of minor heirs, and the names of the guardians of minors and
widows . An inventory of the property of the deceased is also
34

included. Court records are kept in the National Archives.
Danish military rolls are quite valuable to the genealogist.
From 1789 until 1849 the records list the male population
from birth through age 44. After 1849 the list begins with age
14 and after 1869 this was still further to age 17. There is one
serious exception to the listing of the male population and
that is that the sons of prominent families are not included.
The Military Levying Rolls, as they are called, give a
complete listing of the conscripts every three years as well as
an annual supplement. They list those coming of age and
those moving into the parish. They give the name, age, place
of birth, height, the name of the father and other miscellaneous information. A numbering system makes it possible to
follow a Danish male to the age of 44. If he moved an entry
will show the name of the district to which he moved and his
number in that district. With the aid of a guidebook you may
quite easily find the military levying ditrict for a particular
parish .
If and when one locates an ancestor in Denmark this need
only be the beginning of the research. This is one of the
fascinating things about the study of genealogy - there need
not be an end to it. You may want to go farther back or you
might want to gather more information concerning the person
in question . More intensive research through such things as
wills, land titles, tax rolls, and other court records, for
example, may tell you a good deal about the social and
economic status of your Danish progenitors.
One of the nice things about doing genealogical research is
the fact that the tools needed are inexpensive and readily
available to all. Gilbert H. Doane, whose book, Searching for
your Ancestors, is valuable reading for the amateur
genealogist, has written, "Genealogical research doesn't call
for a lot of inexpensive equipment - just a notebook, a few
pencils, an inquisitive mind, and a willingness to ask
questions and dig for facts ."3 Beyond these things, in doing
research involving Denmark, it is helpful to have a copy of
the volume, Genealogical Guidebook and Atlas of Denmark,
by Frank Smith and Finn Thomsen .4 This book is quite
inexpensive and gives a good deal of information about the
various Danish records that are available. It is an important
tool, especially for one who has little familiarity with Danish
geography. It enables one to locate parishes, districts and
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other subdivisions and takes into account such changes as
have taken place in these during the past 200 years . It also
contains a table for converting feast days of the church into
actual dates . The reason for the importance of the latter is
that, while the year is given, church records often list
baptisms as having taken place on , for example, Rogate
Sunday .
One may, of course, employ a professional genealogist to
trace his family . Indeed, problems may arise which will make
such a move necessary if any results are to be obtained .
However, one should first make a determined try at doing his
own research . One should do this not only because
professional assistance is costly but also because there is
pleasure to be had in the search itself. It is a rare pleasure to
discover a long-buried fact - especially one that you have
unearthed yourself.
NOTES
1. Records of discontinued AELC congregations may be found at the archives of
the Lutheran Church in America in Chicago. The archivist is Dr. Joel Lundeen
and the address is: Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, 100 East 55th
Street, Chicago, Ill. 60615
Rev. Robert C. Weideraenders is the archivist for the American Lutheran
Church. A letter to him at Wartburg Seminary, in Dubuque, Iowa 52001 , will
elicit information regarding where similar records for UELC congregations might
be found .
2. You may want to familiarize yourself with what is available througli the National
Archives. To this end a Guide to Genealogical Records in the National Archives,
is quite helpful. It may be ordered from the Superintendent of Documents, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 20402. The price is somewhere
around $2.00.
3. Doane, Gilbert H. , Searching for Your Ancestors. This book is available in paperback for about $2.00.
4. This guidebook is available through The Everton Publishers, P.O. Box 368,
Logan, Utah 84321. The cost would presently be about $5.00.

Thorvald Hanse n lives in Des Moines, Iowa, where he is o n the administrative
staff of Grand View College. Formerly he taught History and Political Science at
Grand View College. He is an author and his recent book is: School In Th e Woods
- The Story of an Immigrant Seminary.
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